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Abstract. Anne Case and Angus Deaton in Deaths of Despair and the Future of Capitalism 
attribute much of the increase in white mortality in opioid overdose deaths to the US 
pharmaceutical industry and a failed US health care system.  They extend human capital to 
health and economic progress outcomes unique to white US populations since the 1960s.  
Case and Deaton and Deaths of Despair add to this literature that links education, human 
capital, and white deaths of despair.  
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Book review  
n 2012, political scientist Charles Murray published the book Coming 
Apart: The State of White America, 1960-2010. His thesis is that white 
Americans face a decline in living standards that is comparable to those 
experienced among minorities in previous generations. This increasing 
white inequality is divided into two groups: an upper class and new lower 
class. Primary characteristics that dividethe two groups are education, 
work ethic, religiosity, and family structure. According to Murray, these 
characteristics have mostly remained intact among the white upper-class. 
Not so much among the new white lower class. Much of the divide is 
associated with education, self-selection, and sorting that began in the 
1960s, when cognitive ability became the most important characteristic 
associated with later life outcomes.   
Between 1999 and 2018, some 750,000 persons in the United States died 
from drug overdoses, and in 2018 alone, 70,000 people died from drug 
overdoses (Center for Disease Control, 2021).  Why the recent acceleration?  
Two thirds of overdose deaths were related to opioid, opioid like heroin, or 
synthetic opioid mortality. Like others, Anne Case and Angus Deaton in 
Deaths of Despair and the Future of Capitalism attribute much of the increase 
in white mortality in opioid overdose deaths to the US pharmaceutical 
industry and a failed US health care system (Quinones, 2015). Deaths of 
Despair is also related to Case & Deaton (2015), where they find increasing 
mortality among US non-Hispanic white men and women between 1999 
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and 2013 (Blachflower, 2019, p. 229). This group’s death rates increased 
both absolutely and relative to other racial and ethnic groups, and they 
attribute it to suicide, drug, and alcohol poisoning that is 
disproportionately affecting the white non-Hispanic middle aged, middle 
class. 
In large measure, pharmaceutical regulators arecapturedby the industry.  
Nevertheless, the increase in suicide, drug overdose, and alcohol deaths are 
also related to decreasing economic opportunity associated with job loss, 
inequality, and a personal way of life once takenas givens among the white 
middle-class. Between the 1940s and 1970s, there was a sustained upward 
course forwhite economic opportunity across all sectors of this ethnic 
group.  Less so for African-Americans. But Deaths of Despair and Coming 
Apart are about the white middle-class.  Much seemed to be working for 
the white-middle class between the 1980s and early 2000s.  However, the 
2008 financial crisis, increases in inequality, and rise of populism fed into 
deaths of despair. Whereas across groups, economic outcomes by race is 
converging, economic differences within social classes are widening, and 
like Coming Apart, education is more of a social class defining characteristic 
than race once was. 
The role of education in human capital formation and labor market 
outcomes are a primary concern since at least Becker’s 1966 Human Capital 
(Pigou, 1928; Becker, 1993, pp.15-25). Education’s role is integral in training, 
occupational signaling, and productivity. Moreover, education is related to 
health, household formation, and economic development (Becker, 1993, 
pp.22-23, 54-55, 98, 330.346). Murray (2012) and Case & Deaton (2020) 
extend human capital to health and economic progress outcomes unique to 
white US populations since the 1960s.  Whereas economic progress 
historically was associated with race, willingness to migrate, and 
transportation since the 1960s, education is aprimary characteristic 
associated with contemporary earnings, employment opportunities, and 
labor market attachment (Murray, 2012, pp.1725-178; Case & Deaton, 2020, 
pp.152-166; Eberstadt, 2016, pp.63-64).  Greater educational attainment is 
associated with higher earnings, lower unemployment rates, greater labor 
market participation, and shorter time between employment spells.  
Greater education levels are also associated with lower deaths in general 
and better health (Case & Deaton, 2020, pp. 66-67).  Case & Deaton (2020) 
add to this literature that links education, human capital, and white deaths 
of despair. 
Purdue Pharma is a privately held firm owned primarily by descendants 
of Mortimer, Arthur, and Raymond Sackler, brothers who founded the 
company. Purdue Pharma is OxyCotton’s developer, the drug most 
identified with the modern US opioid epidemic. At its height, Purdue 
Pharma employed over 5,000 workers and was worth over $3 billion.  
Purdue Pharma’s wealth is, in large part, associated with OxyCotton, and 
some of the distribution and marketing practices are allegedly associated 
with the US opioid epidemic.  Although the recent legal agreements do not 
bring back those who are lost, legal damages accruing to Purdue Pharma 
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have forced the company’s market valuation to near zero, and on 
September 15, 2019, Purdue Pharma filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy. As of 
March 16, 2021, Purdue Pharma agreed to plead guilty to criminal charges 
associated with its marketing and pay $8.3 billion to the public health crisis 
created by opioids and OxyCotton. 
There is no question that inequality across social class and elevated rates 
of suicide, drug overdoses, and alcohol are major concerns. The question is 
does Deaths of Despair reach the correct conclusion and what to do about it. 
Much of their response concludes that it is the broken US health care 
system that is responsible for the increase in deaths of despair.  However, 
all is not lost with the US healthcare system. The majorityofcancer drugs 
are developed by companies associated with the US (Atlas, 2011, pp.221-
231), and many private sector COVID successes are associated with the US 
healthcare system. Nevertheless, health care is expensive, and the 
proportion of income allocated to healthcare increases as incomes increase.  
Drug companies, many times backed by venture capitalists seeking higher 
yields, resort to measures that are not consistent with our expectations for 
what a health care system is meant to achieve, which is torelieve physical 
pain, not replace it with financial loss. Across income groups, the 
financialization of the US health care system can offend many by turning 
health care into a commodity. This sense of outrage is heighted with the 
recognition when thousands of lives are lost and in the balance. 
Deaths of Despair addresses a leading question of our time: the role of 
health in the US economic system. For an explanation, Case and 
Deatonrelyheavily on pharmaceutical firms and physicians pushing 
opioids on patients and a failed US healthcare system. It becomes their 
challenge to convince their audience that increased white mortality is the 
result of the opioid crisis to a failed US healthcare system. However, the 
studyfalls short of answeringtheir question and providing sound, agreeable 
policies for the questions it addresses. For example, Britain has a 
government that interferes more with its health care system; however, 
Britain is also seeing an increase in deaths of despair. As the author’s note, 
there is also no link between deaths of despair and a country’s social safety 
net.  So, while the authors address a vital issue of our time, the answers are 
less clear. Moving forward, Case and Deaton’s positions on patents, 
pharmaceuticals, and deaths of despair are likelyto be part of the policy 
solution. Like Coming Apart and other recent studies, Deaths of Despair 
addresses a leading a question of our time. It is less clear of the soundness 
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